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Ragtime, a novel by American Jewish writer E. L. Doctorow, basically centers on 
the life and experiences of three representative American families, through which the 
author draws a panorama of American society in the earlier 20th century, stretching 
from the beginning of the century to the breaking up of WWI. This time was glorified 
as a “progressive era” in mainstream history, and traditional historians often extolled 
its bright side such as technological development, economic boom, and intellectual 
revolution. However, Doctorow abandons the official historical perspective and 
selects historical materials that are often neglected by most Americans, like the racial 
conflicts, immigration crisis and gender problems which rapidly emerge during this 
period. His narrative is polyphonic, ironic, and subversive, targeting at the hegemonic 
voice of official history.  
This thesis is divided into five parts. The first part, on one hand, gives a brief 
introduction to Doctorow’s narrative characteristics and traces his experiences and 
thoughts which have shaped the formation of his writing style. On the other hand, it 
expounds the theories of Bakhtin and Foucault to reflect the correlation between 
narrative and power, compares the differences of a new historicist approach to the 
novel which has been done by a lot of critics and a Bakhtinian approach, and points 
out the unique significance of this dissertation.  
Chapters two, three and four generally analyze the carnivalesque characteristics 
of Ragtime such as its polyphonic, dialogic, and parodisticic aspects. Specifically, 
Chapter two attempts to illustrate the polyphonic nature of Doctorow’s narrative voice, 
which, to use his own words, can be described as “the multiplicity of witnesses”. 
Chapter two also exposes the shifting perspective of the indefinite narrators, which 
leads to the diversity of people’s ideas. In this sense, the ragtime society under 
Doctorow’s pen just resembles a carnival square, where the universal participants, 
regardless of their origins, their ideologies, and their languages, can enjoy the 















Chapter three is written from the angle of narrative language. It analyzes the rich 
discourses of the novel which reveals the ambiguous or, in Bakhtin’s terminology, the 
“heteroglossia” nature of Doctorow’s language. Chapter four focuses on the novel’s 
way of parodying history, including historical figures, historical events and historical 
style, which defines Doctorow’s works as “transgression”, for they have blurred the 
boundaries of history and fiction, high style and low style, serious and vulgar, which 
approaches to the features of Carnivalesque literature in Bakhtin’s eyes. 
The last part draws the conclusion that the narrative of Ragtime, by restoring the 
life of marginalized groups, and through polyphonic narrating voice and continuous 
perspective-shifts, depicts various people who despite their different races, classes, 
genders and beliefs, all make their voices heard and who, instead of one dominating 
the other, can converse and debate in an equal and free way. At the same time, to resist 
the seriousness, pompousness and orthodoxy of traditional history, Doctorow adopts 
highly ambiguous language and images as well as an ironic and parodistic style to 
write history. Actually, his intention is to reconstruct a history with the essence of a 
carnival, a history that is vigorous and jocular, belonging to the marketplace rather 
than authority.  
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When E. L. Doctorow was writing his fourth novel Ragtime, he may not have 
anticipated that this peculiar narrative would turn out to be such a success, to use 
Kathy Piehl’s words, with large numbers of copies sold and cash pouring into the 
pockets of both the writer and publishers in the ragtime rhythm. As for popularity, it 
took the first place on the Publishers Weekly list for 15 weeks and stayed at the top 
of the New York Time Book Review for 13. The publishing house, Random House, 
and the author himself, were to share millions of dollars’ worth of benefits in less 
than a year, which was amazing for a serious book, as “it’s really the first time so 
much money has been connected with a book of such high quality” (Piel, 1998：
405)(Piel 405). 
Nor had Doctorow imagined that the work would lead to so many controversial 
comments from academic circles. People who like it think highly of its “stylistic 
innovation” as well as the creative interpretation of American history. For example, 
Stanley Kauffmann appreciated Ragtime very much and called it “a unique and 
beautiful work of art about American destiny, built of fact and logical fantasy” 
(Kauffmann, 1975；20). Yet, there are also different opinions, with a conservative 
belief that “any book worth so much money couldn’t have much literary value” (Piel, 
1998: 405). Because of its relatively simple plot and language, they claimed that the 
book was “all surface”, a charge that was to haunt the book for the following years. 
In Frederick R. Karl’s opinion, the work can not even be called a serious novel, as it 
is “like those musical comedy entertainments turned out by MGM and RKO in the 
1930s”, which “catered to all tastes” (Karl, 1983: 514). Undoubtedly Harold Bloom 
stands on the same side with Karl and he thinks that, apparently, the work is 
overvalued and is “far from being Doctorow’s most eminent work” when rereading 
twenty-five years after its publication (Bloom, 2004: 7). Anyhow, since its 















considered one of E. L. Doctorow’s most influential works, “a serious book which is 
greeted by both popular and critical acclaim” (Rogers, 1975: 134). It also won the 
author many honors such as the National Book Critics Circle Award for fiction and 
the American Academy and National Institute of Arts and Letters Award. Although 
before that, Doctorow had published several novels such as Welcome to Hard Times 
(1960), As Big As life (1966), and The Book of Daniel (1971), he was scarcely 
noticed as a prominent writer. It is basically Ragtime that has established his position 
as a notable star in American literature history, especially among contemporary 
American Jewish writers. Both critics and readers are amazed at his relentless effort 
on thematic exploration and stylistic experimentation and show respect to his 
concern for social reality, a tradition initiated by Mark Twain but almost lost in the 
flooding trend of the modernist movement. Carol C. Harter, devoting a monograph 
to Doctorow, considers Doctorow “a rare phenomenon in American letters” and 
places him among those “fewer than a handful of novelists on the contemporary 
American scene [who] possess the breadth of thematic interests, the technical 
virtuosity, and the simultaneous appeal to serious and popular audiences alike” 
(Harter, 1990: 1). Acclaim came continuously from all directions with the success of 
his later books like Loon Lake (1980), World’s Fair (1985) (the American Book 
Award winner), and Billy Bathgate (1989). But neither acclaim nor success does 
come by accident, and it has the origin in the author’s life and experiences. 
Edgar Lawrence Doctorow was born in Bronx, New York City on 6 January 
1931, to David and Rose Doctorow, children of Russian Jewish immigrants. His 
father, whom Doctorow called “a romantic, a dreamer,” at first managed a radio store 
but soon lost it and had to support the family as a salesman. His grandfather was “a 
printer, an intellectual, a chess player, atheist, and a socialist” (Trenner, 1983: 53). 
Living in the “lower-middle class environment”, though Doctorow received some 
Jewish training at an early age, he referred to his family as “generally enlightened” 
as it provided an affective intellectual milieu, not necessarily strictly Jewish, but 
open to the diversity of culture (53). This, to some extent, contributes to his 















those peripheral groups in literary writings. In other words, Jewishness does not 
stand out in his oeuvre (The Book of Daniel excluded) so much as it does in other 
Jewish writers like Bernard Malamud and Philip Roth. Rather, Doctorow took the 
human destiny as a whole as the subject of observation. Furthermore, his childhood 
in New York in the 1930s was exactly the time when immigrants from western and 
eastern European countries flooded over the dilapidated corners of the country’s 
metropolitan cities like New York. Having grown up with “Viennese children, 
French children, German children whose families had fled fascism” (Friedl, 1988: 
193), Doctorow was not only familiar with different ethnicities, cultures and beliefs, 
but also developed a sense of democracy which would turn out to be a huge 
influence on his narrative method. For example, he always doubted the certainties of 
such fixed concepts as truth, facts, authority and time and tries to find a way to 
faithfully record down things that have already happened. He named his way of 
narrating through “a multiplicity of witnesses”. By revealing historical events 
through different eyes, Doctorow intended to deconstruct the existing system of 
discourse, emancipating words from the control and manipulation of empowered 
institutions and recover the language of the marketplace. That’s why he had a 
predilection for detached mysterious narrative voices and shifting points of view, 
which is the case of Ragtime. 
After graduating from Bronx High School of Science, Doctorow attended a 
prestigious institution, Kenyon College in Ohio, studying under several famous 
scholars including John Crowe Ransom. The poet James Wright was his classmate 
and friend about whom, Doctorow wrote an article which was to be compiled in his 
essay collection, Poets and Presidents. Prior to his service in the army in 1953, 
Doctorow received his Master’s degree at Columbia University. Dismissed from 
military service, he took many kinds of jobs, including editing, which gave him the 
inspiration to become a writer. When in 1969 he left the publishing business for a 
teaching position at the University of California, he finally had the spare time to 
concentrate on writing which interested him most. Starting from his first novel, 















Book of Daniel, for its complexity in narrative structure and philosophical depth, 
became a research focus of reviewers but an enigma in the eyes of common readers. 
After the success of Ragtime, Doctorow has stepped on his way to the fulfillment of 
his American Dream as a writer although he spent his life demythologizing it.  
One of the characteristics that distinguish Doctorow from his contemporary 
writers is his “engagement principle”, to use Bahktin’s term, that is, his concern with 
political and social issues, which shows his strong tendency to leave the autonomous 
world of the word to confront reality in the broad universe. For Bahktin, everyone is 
in the dialogic relationship with others and should bear responsibility for this world 
because “I”, the subject, has an essential difference from others, he, she, or it. This 
difference makes “I” a unique existence in the universe. Consequently, “I” has an 
irreplaceable responsibility to participate in the construction of the unity of the world. 
The principle of responsible participation penetrates almost all Bahktin’s theories, be 
it aesthetic activities or literary criticism, reflecting his care for the condition of 
mankind. Doctorow is deeply rooted in the radical Jewish tradition of his family, but 
he goes beyond this tradition, believing that literature can matter in the real world 
besides its esthetic function. For this reason, he is called “a radical Jewish humanist”, 
of which he is very proud. From Benjamin Franklin to Emerson and Thoreau to the 
present, American writers seem to be trapped in the problems of individuals, a legacy 
perhaps inherited from their puritan fathers’ obsession with soul and discipline, for 
example, how one can improve and fulfill himself in evil environments. Mark Twain, 
William Dean Howells, Henry James and other postbellum realists instilled fresh 
blood into American literature by turning their eyes to the outside world of the virgin 
land. But with the emergence of the modernist movement, the secular concern of the 
critical realism in the later half of the 19th century (most popular in England and 
Russia) began to become subordinate to artistic innovation which found 
representations in the works of great modernists such as T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, 
James Joyce and so on. They were either reactionary or detached in terms of politics. 
The modernism movement shows the dramatic turning of literary interest from the 
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